Island Ecosystems
Length:  30 Minutes

Location:  Indoors

Materials:  Map of Cumberland worksheet, crayons or colored pencils

Subject:  Geography
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Objectives:  To show students the varied habitats of a barrier island.  To have students recognize the National Wilderness Area on Cumberland Island.

Methods:  Students will discuss the various habitats of a barrier island.  Using a map, students will color in the habitats on the island.
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Background: A barrier island has four main regions. The ocean side of the island is most vulnerable to storms. As the waves crash and caress the beach year after year, they bring forth the ocean's hidden treasures. Once water deposits new sand on the beach, the wind carries the sand to sculpt the dunes. Nestled between the primary and secondary dune is the freshwater slough. Rainwater collects in the slough, providing water for plants and animals. Each layer of dunes provides a line of defense against wind and water, protecting the areas behind them. The most stable part of the island is the interior: the maritime forest. Thousands of years of decomposition slowly built up enough soil to support the maritime forest. Live oaks, adorned with Spanish moss and resurrection fern, dominate the maritime forest. An understory filled with shrubs such as redbay, sparkleberry, saw palmetto, and staggerbush are sheltered by the live oak canopy. To the west, the forest also protects marshes comprised of Spartina grasses, black needle rush and sea pickle.   

Cumberland Island is an International Biosphere Reserve.  It has 8,840 acres set aside as a National Wilderness Area.  This is an area that is left in its natural state; where there are no conveniences and humans are only visitors.  The motto:  Take only pictures, Kill only time, Leave only footprints is appropriate for wilderness areas.  Many threatened and endangered species of wildlife thrive in the wilderness habitat.

Procedure:
- Copy the Cumberland Island map onto a transparency. 

- Ask students to define habitat.  What are the four major components of a good habitat?

- Discuss with students the major habitats found on a barrier island (marsh, maritime forest, dunes, and beach).  Have students figure out how the habitats are interconnected.

- Hand out the blank Cumberland Island maps enclosed (or have them use maps from previous activity:  Where is Cumberland Island?).  Using the transparencies, project the map so students can see it.  Point out the locations of the habitats, recognizing that barrier islands are always changing and therefore so do the habitat boundaries.

- Have students color their maps to delineate the habitats.

- Point out the wilderness area.  Ask students what "wilderness" means to them.  Define a wilderness area.  Cumberland Island's wilderness area still has impacts of human activity due to private residents, vehicular ranger patrols and exotic introductions.  Have students outline the wilderness area in red.
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Evaluation:  Ask the students to name the four ecosystems of a barrier island.  On which side of the island is the marsh found?  How are the ecosystems connected?
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